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Katie McConnel describes how 
the Museum of Brisbane exhibition 
Taking to the Streets – Two Decades 
That Changed Brisbane 1965-
1985 explores a divisive period in 
Queensland’s history – a period 
when young people in Brisbane, 
particularly those at university, 
sought to change the world through 
political activity, cultural expression 
and personal change. 
Like others across the world who were 
challenging the status quo, Brisbane’s 
young people took to the streets in 
protest over a range of social and 
political concerns, including the Vietnam 
War, conscription, women’s rights, 
Aboriginal rights, and environmental, 
trade union and civil liberties issues. 
Confronting them, however, was 
the legislative force of Queensland’s 
conservative State government led by 
Premier Joh Bjelke-Petersen determined 
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to stamp heavily on any dissent. This 
focused the demonstrations on the right 
to protest itself.
The permit to march system derived 
from Queensland’s 1949 Traffic Act 
was stringently applied and vigorously 
challenged. Every time protestors took 
to the streets a wall of police confronted 
them. Bitter skirmishes followed, 
characteristically resulting in numerous 
arrests. In this antagonistic atmosphere 
reference was made to the activists’ 
‘moral courage’ in repeatedly taking 
on the legislative might of the Bjelke-
Petersen government. Historian Manning 
Clark in a letter to Kathleen Fitzpatrick 
found a sense of renewal fostered by the 
political repression: 
Have just been to Brisbane. Societies 
which have bred Evil have a good 
effect on intellectual and artistic life. 
The evil surrounding them directs 
their mind to serious things. They 
also feel besieged, and that in itself 
stimulates a fellowship, a compassion 
for other victims of the power men. 
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Many people did leave Brisbane during 
the 1960s and 70s finding it too repressive 
and/or too personally traumatic to stay. 
Yet, as suggested in Clark’s appraisal, 
there was an underlying ingenuity, wit and 
energy in Brisbane. At one key centre 
of radical activity, The University of 
Queensland, the number and intensity of 
demonstrations rose steadily throughout 
the period. The St Lucia Campus was the 
site of Australia’s first community FM rock 
music and information station, 4ZZZ-
FM, formed specifically to counter the 
bias of the mainstream media. UQ also 
produced a thriving band of actors who 
used traditional theatre, cabaret, university 
revues, circus and satirical musicals as 
vehicles for social comment and critique. 
Almost daily handouts, leaflets and posters 
were produced to announce upcoming 
forums and marches and to inform 
students and staff on a constellation of 
issues ranging from who was making 
money from the Vietnam War to the 
campaign for nuclear disarmament and 
the fight for Aboriginal land rights. Printed 
on the cheapest stock or on the back of 
used computer paper, these leaflets and 
flyers were designed to have a fleeting 
lifespan. Yet, despite this, the Fryer Library 
holds a rich and diverse collection of these 
and other ephemeral items associated 
with radical politics of the period. All the 
most significant radical groups of the time 
are represented in the Fryer Library’s 
collection. Broadly this can be attributed 
to the foresight and awareness of leading 
participants in the protest movement that 
their activism would be of lasting historical 
interest. For example, leading members of 
the Students for Democratic Action, Brian 
Laver and Mitch Thompson, donated their 
records as did academics Dan O’Neill and 
Carole Ferrier. The Fryer Library’s on-the-
spot campus location placed it in a unique 
position to document the Brisbane protest 
movement and made it the natural place 
for staff and student activists to donate 
their records. Moreover, the Library’s 
administration understood the importance 
of preserving the radical records of this 
period: the then University Librarian, 
Derek Fielding, was president of the 
Queensland Council of Civil Liberties. The 
Fryer Library staff’s continued dedication 
to preserve and document the history 
of Queensland’s protest movements has 
created an invaluable record of the times.
The Subject Guide to various people and 
organisations represented in the collection 
only hints at the wealth of material held 
within the Radical Politics collection. 
Armed with this list we made our first trip 
to the Fryer Library to scout out potential 
objects for display and were thrilled with 
the richness of the ephemera preserved. 
In collaboration with the Fryer Library, 
and greatly assisted by researcher Yorick 
Smaal, we identified and borrowed over 
500 items for our exhibition. Flyers and 
posters that illustrated the diversity of 
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issues of the period and the makers’ 
creativity made up the bulk of these loans. 
Among the often ingenious badges, t-shirts 
and stickers I mention just two highlights of 
the display: Daisy Marchisotti’s handmade 
poster with ‘Inalienable Land rights for 
Aborigines’ painted on brown paper, and 
Dan O’Neill’s 1968 Charge Notice for 
using insulting language. 
Reconstructing the definitive account of a 
turbulent and dynamic time is impossible 
– there are as many perspectives as there 
were participants. Taking to the Streets: Two 
Decades that Changed Brisbane 1965–1985 
has endeavoured to reflect a diverse 
range of views about this period. Our 
collaboration with the Fryer Library greatly 
assisted this undertaking and we at the 
Museum of Brisbane are indebted to the 
Fryer Library staff for their help, generosity 
and expertise. 
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